INTRODUCTION
J/HE discovery of The Book of Margery Kempe is
of the very greatest importance for the history of
English Literature. The book is a biography, or auto-
biography, written when kings of the House of Lancaster
were on the throne, and we shall find nothing with which
we can compare it, even remotely, till, some four gener-
ations later, we reach the middle of the Tudor period.
If we would understand how exceptional a document
The Book of Margery Kempe is, we must remember *io66
and all that'. English prose had made a brave beginning
in the Dark Ages, thanks mainly to King Alfred; and
during the century and a half which followed the death
of that great king, England was leading Europe in the
practice of writing in the vernacular. It was Englishmen
who first began to write down in their vulgar tongue
things which, till then, had been committed to writing
only in Latin; so that in the development of English,
instead of Latin, as an official language, 'England pre-
ceded the nations of Europe by some centuries'* Not
only legal documents and sermons and translations> but
stirring, if short, story came to be composed in the English
tongue. But the Norman Conquest changed all that. In
vain had England seemed to be escaping before its time
from the Latinized Middle Ages into a new era in which
the vernacular would become the literary language of
educated people. This was not yet to be, and England
was, as it were, dragged forcibly back into the Middle